“Open-Minded Couple Seeking a Third”: Queer Women in the Digital Age by Braaten, Elizabeth
 Elizabeth Braaten  
Professor Weinreb  
LAH 350  
10 December 2018  
“Open-Minded Couple Seeking a Third”: Queer Women in the Digital Age  
Abstract:​ The decline of the lesbian bar and the dawn of the digital age, combined with the lack 
of a sufficient digital hook-up space for queer women, leaves a gaping hole in the potential for 
lesbian visibility and sociability. In conceptualizing lesbian public space, I identify social 
barriers that both drive this negative phenomenon of invisibility and prevent the development of 
a comfortable digital space for queer women. 
 In her acclaimed 1929 essay “A Room of One’s Own,”  famed feminist author Virginia Woolf 
expresses the societal need for a space for female writers if they are ever to be able to cultivate 
great works of fiction (Woolf 304). Woolf states that while the world is indifferent to the 
triumphs, trials, and tribulations of men, it is blatantly hostile to those of women, resulting in the 
need for a place where they can comfortably and honestly exist as their authentic selves (Woolf 
308). Though Woolf’s work is not specifically about the sexual experiences of queer women in 
the United States, the difficulty faced by this community in obtaining spaces that are definitively 
theirs, and the blatant necessity of a room of one’s own, rings true throughout history and into 
the present day. Through observation of the decline of lesbian bars, as well as the failure of 
lesbian dating apps due to negative place identity, or the ideas queer women hold about the 
digital spaces they inhabit, I argue that public “hook-up” space for queer women is declining to 
the point of invisibility, and that there is no viable alternative in the digital age. Please note that, 
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for the sake of simplicity, my use of the word “lesbian” throughout the work refers to all women 
who are sexually attracted to (and have sexual relations with) other women.  
Lesbian Space Over Time 
Firstly, it must be stated that queer culture has historically centered around the 
designation of spaces specifically for consumption by the LGBTQ+ community. This trend is 
because of the longstanding persecution, oppression, and denial of the queer community within 
the United States by the dominant, heterosexual majority. Though this majority tends to group 
gay men and women together because of their shared sexual preferences of same-gendered 
relations, the development of lesbian bars necessitates particular scholarly attention. This is 
because these places represent the desire for a space that is not only queer, but also, built for 
women. 
The steady growth of lesbian bars throughout the twentieth century can be attributed, at 
least in part, to the outward dislike of gay women expressed by gay men when they inhabit the 
same social space –– in this case, bars. As seen in Johnson and Samdahl’s case study of this 
particular trend in a country-western gay bar called “Saddlebags,” many gay men, though they 
do not perform all the functions of conventionally accepted masculinity, still benefit from its 
other traits, such as gendered power dynamics (Johnson and Samdahl 334). Consequently, some 
gay men retain “idealized sexual and gendered messages connected with the symbolic power, 
strength, and self-worth maintained in hegemonic masculinity,” which can then result in a lack of 
respect for women –– including those that are queer (Johnson and Samdahl 334-335). As in the 
case of “Saddlebags,” this often manifests itself in an outright dislike of queer women taking up 
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space in male-dominated gay bars, creating the need for public lesbian spaces (Johnson and 
Samdahl 341).  
The popularity of lesbian bars throughout the twentieth century sprang from the necessity 
of a space of their own. Before the 1920s, lesbian community interaction was extremely limited 
to upper-class women and sex workers, since women unaccompanied by men were often refused 
service in public spaces (Pasulka 2015). However, significant changes began to take place due to 
the social transformations of the early twentieth century (Pasulka 2015). For example, there is 
the possibility that Prohibition actually designated the bar as a lesbian space, since lesbians could 
come together in speakeasies, where they illegally drank alongside heterosexual populations 
who, like them, were breaking the law (Wolfe 146).  Because of the absence of men and the 
movement to America’s big cities during this time period, queer women had the opportunity to 
frequently socialize with one another in public (Pasulka 2015).  For example, during the 1930s 
and 1940s, working-class lesbians in the city of Buffalo began to congregate at bars, enabling 
lesbians to end their sexual isolation and instead develop a sense of community with one another 
(Beemyn 1997). This trend continued throughout the rest of the twentieth century and into the 
present day. However, with the dawn of the digital age, some scholars have noted that lesbian 
bars are beginning to die out.  
In her article “Last Look at the Lex,” Gayle Salamon describes the closing of The 
Lexington, San Francisco’s last lesbian bar, which she describes as a place where “lesbians could 
feel at home” (Salamon 147).  The closing of The Lexington is notable due to the fact that San 
Francisco is known to house a thriving queer community, making the newfound absence of 
lesbian bars a previously unthinkable occurrence. And while this bar, which closed in 2015, is 
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only one example, it represents a larger trend of the disappearance of spaces for queer women in 
the club and nightlife arena throughout the United States (Cohen 2016). This has happened in 
numerous cities throughout the country, from Los Angeles to Houston to New Orleans (Cohen 
2016). And while Cohen holds that this may just be a result of a greater acceptance of queerness, 
therefore invalidating the need for lesbian bars, there are still a fair amount of male-dominated 
gay clubs in cities across the United States (Cohen 2016).  
Furthermore, due to the booming popularity of dating apps such as Tinder and Bumble, 
the highest percentage of couples are now reporting they’ve met their spouses online through 
either dating apps or social media (Emery 2017). The prominence and increasing normality of 
these dating apps allows couples to interact through digital space, in turn destroying the need for 
physical spaces, such as bars, to serve as meet-up spots. This, of course, also includes gay and 
lesbian bars, which have been swapped by the queer community for LGBTQ+ dating apps such 
as Grindr, Her, and Scissr. For example, according to a survey done by Match.com, 56 percent of 
LGBTQ singles report having dated someone they met online (Match 2016).  
And while hook-up apps have risen in popularity throughout the last decade, attempts to 
create online services specifically for queer women, such as the apps Her and Scissr, have failed 
tremendously (Noman 2015). This could possibly be because Her is a paid service. Additionally, 
both apps attempt to promote themselves as spaces where queer women can make friends and 
find fun events in their area, making the sexual aspect of these services vague or seemingly 
obsolete (Noman 2015). However, it can also be attributed to the negative place identity of 
digital space held by queer women.  
Place Identity and the Failure of Digital Hook-Up Space  
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Proshansky, Fabian, and Kaminoff define place identity as the part of one’s identity that 
consists of their ideas about the world they inhabit (Proshansky et al. 77). Place identity will vary 
from person to person due to to the different statuses each human being occupies, such as gender 
identity, socioeconomic status, education level, etc. (Proshansky et al. 80). To understand the 
failure of lesbian digital hook-up space,  it is of particular importance to observe how place 
identity impacts the spaces queer women choose to occupy.  
One must note the negative perceptions women tend to hold of themselves for 
participation in online hook-up services. Scholars hold that a hook-up app will never be possible 
for queer women because of the “policing of female sexuality” in a patriarchal society that 
expects women to strive towards intimacy and relationships (Noman 2015). For example, when 
asked about the app, Her founder Robyn Exton stated, “women aren’t looking for a ‘Hot or 
Not,’” instead desiring “to chat and meet up” and “make friends” (Noman 2015). This false 
perception, which contributes to the failure of lesbian dating apps, both assumes that women 
have no desire for casual sex while shaming those that do into silence.  
What’s more, queer women attempting to use predominantly heterosexual dating apps, 
such as Tinder, often come up short. One college-aged queer woman describes her experience on 
Tinder as fluctuating between straight couples seeking a third person for threesomes and men 
that would show up in her feed, despite her preference being set to women (McLaughlin 2017). 
This is evidence of the fetishization of this community by the dominant heterosexual majority, 
further causing queer women to view the use of dating apps in pursuing a love life as a futile 
attempt.  
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Queer identifying women are further still disenfranchised with participation in the online 
dating sphere due to the perception that it may be dangerous. A 2017 Indiana University study 
revealed that nearly 72 percent of women cited a concern with using dating apps because of the 
possibility that it “could lead to unsafe situations” (Beauchamp et al. 7).  
Furthermore, queer women identifying as a race other than white are often subjected to 
racial biases on dating apps, which may lead them away from online dating. A 2018 study found 
that white men and women of all ages are more likely to pursue relationships with other whites, 
and are the least likely of all the racial groups to date outside of their race (Hutson et al. 4). This 
has significantly detrimental effects to queer women attempting to participate in 
white-dominated social spaces, which are characteristic of the United States.  
Finally, a queer woman’s age may disincline her towards attempting to find sexual 
partners on dating apps. Online dating apps are known for being ageist, as evidenced in Tinder’s 
previous policy of charging individuals over 30 more than those under 30 for the app’s premium 
features (Isidore 2018). This can dissuade older queer women from using online dating services, 
as they may feel they have next to no chance at securing a successful match.  
Looking Forward  
One’s personal identity deeply affects their emotions, ideas, and conceptions of a place, 
significantly impacting their decision on whether to participate in it. This can be seen in the 
creation of lesbian bars in the first place due to the discrimination queer women face by queer 
men when occupying the same space, necessitating a place of their own. But, the popularity of 
online dating apps is beginning to destroy the need for bars as meet-up places, causing large 
segments of the queer community to turn to services such as Grindr, Tinder, and Her in their 
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search for a love life. Furthermore, the intersecting notions of the identities inhabited by queer 
women, such as age, race, and societal expectations of female sexuality can bar women from 
participating in online dating services.  
 Public spaces for women, particularly those for queer women, will always be a necessity 
in a male-dominated world that often subjects them to degradation, verbal abuse, and physical 
violence. But, since the lesbian bar is all but obsolete, digital space is the next great frontier for 
women of the LGBTQ+ community. However, current digital space for queer women is sorely 
lacking, forcing this community out of this realm. As a solution, I propose the creation of a 
liberating hook-up app for queer women in order to ensure the continued visibility of this 
community. This app would be designed and maintained by queer women of all races –– not just 
white women –– to ensure it’s a comfortable space for all people. In order to eliminate any class 
or age biases, it would be free to everyone. Finally, it would be marketed as a hook-up app, 
where women could meet up with one another, either for dates or sex. This would, hopefully, 
begin to eliminate the myths that women, in general, do not like sex (we do) and that women 
who do should be shamed (we shouldn’t). By taking Virginia Woolf’s idea of the necessity of a 
space for women and applying it to the pressing need of a place where queer women can just be 
queer women, one can begin to understand the problems facing this community today. The 
solution, simply, is a hook-up space of our own.  
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